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THE ROLE OF THE MONITOR IN THE LANGUAGE LABORATORY. S

BY- PROBYN, H.E. . o
AUDIO-VISUAL LANGUAGE ASSN., LONDOM (ENGLAND) F
: PUB DATE 66 ‘ D
EDRS PRICE MF-$0.25 HC-$0.36 ™. , RO
' DESCRIPTORS- #LANGUAGE LABORATORY USE, *LANGUAGE LABORATORY o T

EQUIPMENT, #*STUDSNT TEACHER RELATIONSHIP, *TEACHER ROLE,
#LANGUAGE TEACHERS, AUDIO ACTIVE LABORATORIES, LABORATORY
TECHNIQUES, TEACHING METHODS, LISTENING,

THE COMPLEMENTARY FUNCTIONS OF TEACHER AND LANGUAGE
LABORATORY ARE OUTLINED, AND THE TEACHER'S ROLE AS MONITOR
(LISTENING IN ON STUDENTS' WORK) 1S DEFINED. INTERFERING,
SPOTCHECKING, AND HAPHAZARD MONITORING ARE CAUTIONED AGAINST.
IDEAL LAB GROUF SIZE SHOULD BE BETWEEN SIX AND 10 STUDENTS,
TO ENABLE THE TEACHER TO KNOW DURING THE SESSION HOW HIS
STUDENTS ARE PROGRESSING. THE IDEAL CONSOLE FOR EFFECTIVE AND
PLANNED MONITORING SHOULC INCLUDE THREE PILOT LIGHTS AND A
COUNTER FOR EACH BOOTH, AND PILOTS SHOULD CORRESPOND WITH
*RECORD;" “PLAY," AND "REWIND" POSITIONS. A COUNTING DEVICE

WOULD SHOW WHAT POINT THE STUDENT HAD REACHED IN HIS VIORK,
THUS PROVIDING VISUAL AS WELL AS AUDIAL MONITORING. FINALLY,
STUDENT AND TEACHER SHOULD BE IN YISUAL CONTACT IN .THE
LABORATORY. THIS ARTICLE APPEARED IN THE "AUDIO-VISUAL
LANGUAGE JOURNAL," VOLUME 3, NUMBER 3, SFRING 1966, PAGEo
137-141. (AF)
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The Rele of the Monitor

m the l.anguage l.aboratary

iy

In. the age of language laboratories, the term
“teache has apparently come to mean less
than it once did, The reason for this is that
whatever view you take of the hub of the new
language feaching. set-ups, it must be admitted
that much of the teaching done in them is of
the “autc™ variety, carried out by the student
himself. A popular (though not unanimous)
concept of the length of time that the student
should spend in the lab, is.50% of the total
lesson period,. so. that the length . of time the
“teacher can be said to “teach” in the previously

accepted sense of the word is now .only half
what it.once was.. Does this mean, then, that
the teacher S. ]ob has , bésa reduced by half?
It. could; and more besidss, since, in addition,
. what the. teacher actually does in the classroom
,nowadays may httle resemble the sort of thin:

»...r.u

" he once did. Clever use of “oral method” to

, mtroduce a new tense or the comparatwe and
_superlatrve forms may now be the task of the
snachinery-in the-lab;, ‘'or:is at-best, to take the
* jaundiced-view’ expressed by some, still rigidly
controlled - by -ikie-material of ‘the course-used,
so -that- the ‘teacher becoimes:-no:'more than a
stooge~to- the ‘equipment, - making “up-for- its
short-comings-in.respect of the-Jess well:adjusted
students-who stilk.do niotquite grasp: the point
of .the lesson, .or. persuading reluctant debutants
1. falk. nrto the mike, when they show the sort
~ of superior, resistance recently demonstrated by
“a student learmng French, who sat silently in
her booth, a (
-she wanted to learn “4the proper way” and not
waste her txme “talking to silly machines”’,

hg"

M el

V‘"“.Roreofﬁ'reacher

"P”“"M‘ 4 Ve oL v LE

o ut is this éxtremely conservatwe vrew rea]ly

qunt{ 67 Has  the teacher’s. ole, reaily
 dimini; W5”%[wgth the adveht “of maehrnery?
. C'lear .25 With teac g-machmes in general,
there.is s still the pmgrammmg 10 do, and: regular
: f prmmw Jn, the hght of fresh

‘revision

LA «* s

and when challenged announced that

‘ "~<’by‘ H. E‘.,i?rbbynv v ,

dnscovenes would seem to be necessary Cer-
tamly these two tasks — in the’ hght of the
voracious appetite of the language Tab. for new
material to consume — cotld be hterally never-
endmg I-Iowever smce not every “Tecturet in

nor does every school-teacher revrse hns lesson-
matenal for every new use ‘of it, so then pre-
sumably a feacher using a Tariguage 13b. could
eventually find hnmseh supphed with enough
material of (in his \uew) suﬁicrently good qual-
ity to last him 4l his pension, In such a case,
the teacher’s task would’ undemably be very
undemanding, (presumably it would be propor-
tionately . unrewarding), though of cours'e a
similar conclusion could be reached in respect
of the teacher of any subject by any ‘method
who had the s same attltude to his work,

‘In fact 2 httle expenence qutckly 'hows how
far from the truth the idea that the machmery
has. taken ‘over from the teacher really is. Un-
f‘ortunatel)jm many cases an madeﬂuate grasp
of the. sounder view — ‘that of the complemen-
tary: functrons of the teacher and the Jab. -—-has
led to the relegatlon of the lab. to 8 passive
zole not unhke ‘that of the readmg-room of a

ilb}'ilfy £ [ w‘ R B T v \i""g

R M Ve c/r.

‘What in fact can and should: a. teacher do
when he ‘akes his class into the lab? A satis-
factory answer, to. this-question. might settle the
controversy over whether the role of the teacher
has actually diminished or not with the advent
of the language laboratory, and provrde some
food for thought for many who wonder whether
the. teacher ‘cdn :actually do anythrngf~worth-
whrle durmg alab sessron ' ’

i ~U, A

el ‘Yﬁ ,‘)/4“'\K}‘.A.,

Most language laboratones incorporate some
system which penmts the teacher 10 hsten to
what the ‘students in, the booths are,‘s}aymg,
wrthout the ,,students hemg aware | that they
Bemg overheard, and this ‘practice of

mtentroned eavesdroppmg is generally referred

»




tlie upkeep afid servrce of and pro

to as “momtormg The precise role of a
moritor in a language laboratory however has
seldom, if ever, been defined, so that fo the
novice — i.e. anyone with fewer than five years’
expericnce of language laboratory work fo his
or her credit — who gives serious thought to
the task, many questions pose themselves, to
many of which adequate answers have not been
— and possibly cannot be — glven.

Relationship between Classroom and ’
Laboratory

Before discussion of these questions, how-
ever, a more basic one must be asked, and
aniswered, for upon the answer the validity of
many o’r‘ the questions about the role of the
monitor depends. This fundamental question
is: what is the relationship of activities carried
out in the Iaboratory to those carried out in
the classroom?

There seem to be two dommatmg schools of
thought on the subject of the role of the labor-
atory. Some people think it should be no more
than a place for supervised, meclianised private
study, Others regard the laboratory as an
extensron of the classroom, where activities are

carried” 0ut which. are part and parcel of the

teach_ng and Iearmng process, in no Way di-

''''''

room Work. Of all the drlemmas thrs dxvers:ty
of approach creates. one emerges above ail
othérs, and that is the matter of the retentron or
otherwise of the téacher-student relatronshlp

which is inevitably bmlt up if classroom work is

camedout ) .

t

Pnrpose of the Language Laboratory

Though not stncﬂy the. mam t0pxc under
discussion. in this article,; the - «question of: the
role of the language Iaboratory must ‘be settled,

both:in thefworld ‘at Targe;for everyone’s peace

of mmd “and ‘within the confines of these pages,
so that the: partrcular question of the role of the
monitor can ‘b discissed, In general ferms it
would ‘seen extrat;agant to pay three, four or
evep @ve thousaid pounds for the initial instal-
Tation of & laboratory, and then g0 on paying
hiitidréds ‘6f even thousands more pdunds for

vision of

138

material for a. language Iaboratory, | ifall that it
will do is provide a place where language stu-

,dents can get some private study done, If the.

work done must be oral, tien the provision of
cubicles and suitably modified tape-recorders
would fill the bill, and the provision of course-
material for the students to “study” would
hardly be expensive, since few courses have yet
been pubhshed which are designed primarily for
this purpose. On the other hand, to take a
poemve. constructive approach, if a school or
college is going to invest in what for ihe arts or
liberal studies side of the house would be a
colossal sum for an elaborate installation com-
prising more than one laboratory, recordmg
facilities, audio-visual classroom equipment,
and the services of a technician, then those
entrusted with the task of teaching with the aid
‘of such eqmpment are presented with a golden
opportunity of investigating the possrbilitres of
streamlining the teachmg processes, making
them more thorough'in respect of every student
in every group, and so of revolutionising the
whole process of forergn language study. But
the question remains; what about the relation-
ship the teacher builds up with his stadents in
the classroom? What happens to it m the
laboratory? g

Assummg that the Ianguage Iaboratory is
going to be used as a place where teaching is
carried out, where new material is introduced-t.
the student for the first time, and where exer-
cises may be carried out on that material before
the student ever sees it in writing, .or works
with it in a classroom, then the role of the
monitor is an important one, since all the work
carried out’in the laboratory session is under
his direct control, and the arrangement and
timing of it are his responsibility. Asd here is
where the questlons start to be asked.

[ C 3T e
.
'

Casual Eavesdroppmg

-
-

First, is the one faclhty at_present. provrded

in most installations — that whereby one is able
to listen in to any booth without (in tneory) dis-
turbmg the studeri -— sufﬁcrent? As far as
monitoring students in the sense of 1mpersonaliy
“controlling™ their work by making 2 spot
check at intervals is ccncerned, it may seem to
be so o first consideration. But a second
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question immediately springs to mind. What do
you actually ackieve by casually overhearing a
minute or two of the activ;'y in the booth of
any one student? You are xeassured that he is
stiil there, and still alive (if the arrangement of
the lab. is such that you can’t actually see him),
but do you actually do any good? And is it of
any real value to know that he is dutifully
repeating, say, the fourth sentence of the text in
the space provided in what you can only assume
is the best accent he can muster? Surely you
knew he was going to be doing that — or
something very like it — before you tuned in?
So why did you bother? Would it perhaps have
helped if you had been able in some way to
know what you are going to hear before you
heard it? And would it have been helpful if
you could have known what he had been doing
for the previous ten or fifteen minutes, and at
what rate he had been doing it in companson
with the rest of the group, and in comparison
with the rate you expected of him when you
decided to do this particular piece of work?
The fact is you hardly know anythmg about
what he has been doing i in his beoth since the
first moment he sat in it. Somie lab. equipment
provxdes no means of knowmg whether the
student is makmg a recordmg, or ]ust hstemng
If such equipment is used in a laboratory leid
out in such 4 way that the monitor can’t see
the student, then what do, ‘you do ‘when you
fune in to a booth and ﬁnd yourself in the
middle of an oppresslve silerice? Tt could be,
to take a partlcular poss’ blhty that the student
has been listening to his +ersion, having switched
off his mxcrophone in order not to be disturbed
by .uis own Iaboured brmtmng, and havmg
rwched what ‘was for him a difficult passage,
and having finally solved the particular problem
which had been bothering him, has stopped the
tape. wlnle he says aloud ‘into hls dead micro-
phore the ‘word or phrase Wthh had prevnously
been. eludmg him. ¥ may be’ for hlm the most
importanf ‘moment_of the session, the final
trmmph over adversxty, the ultnmate realisation
of the téacher’s aim. ‘But ‘not only does the
'momtor complefély miss it, he also stands a
very }good chance of rummg it, by pressing hns
“stop and talk” at the crucial moment, and
bursting ‘in upon the student’s” startied con-
sciousness to ask him what is. wrong. . Such
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misfortunes may witn the best intentions in the
world «urn monitoring into mere interfering of
the most unproductive sort, and make nonsense
of any attempt on the part of the teacher to
assist the student.
Limitations of Console

If we accept, then, that the momtormg pro-
cess when carried out in this “hit or miss’ ’ way
is madequate, the next question must be: can
monitoring really be any use anyway? Smce; at
the present time most lab. consoles are no better
equipped than the one described above, or
at best have only one pilot hght to show that
the student is recordmg, the answer so_far as
casual momtormg is conccmed must regretfully
be in the negative, since even ¢the most con-
scientious monitor can do little, good and an
impulsive one can actually do, harm., On the
other hand, does monitoring have to be casuai?
Most monitors no doubt consider themselves to
be systematlc, workmg steadxly round the lab.
and tuning in at regular intervals to all stu-
dents, or else concentratmg on a limited number
dunng a.session, giving each one the benefit of
a Iot of hstemng, mten'uptmg him frequently to

“put him right”, and giving him “help” which
he didn’t ask for and probably wouldn’t thank
him for., ‘What good does this do? He could
have achieved as much if not. more, in the
cIassroom so far as attending to the real needs
of the student is concerned, and the' much-
advemsed freedom of the student to work at
his own speed is being impaired to the. point
where he is actually being inhibited in precisely
the way that the laboratory is supposed to avoid-
Systematlc though these methods may appear
to be, they are still casual or haphazard in as
much as the monitor does not know what he
will hear before he hears it. Nor does. he know
how ‘many times the student has_practised .that
partlcular phrase, nor even necessarily if the
student is saying it at that moment, or listening
to a recording he made minutes previously. But,
to reiterate, does monitoring rwlly have to be
so casual? Perhaps if the monitor could follow
the progress of some or all of his students
(depending on the size of the group) from the
moment the initial tapecast énded through ail
the early haltmg attempts to master the com-
prehensnon and pronunclatlon of new words, to




the point where whole phrases, whole sentences
even, were reeled off in response to the master
recording, then the monitor might be able 1o
assess- the true performance of his students,
notice and note down their difficulties (even
perhaps deducing the root cause) and put aii
the knowledge he would gain by this process to
use in a subsequent classroom session, and,
most‘important of all, in the planning and
presentation of future work, For, if as much
as half the student’s time is to be spent in the
laboratory, the teacher has got to know with
absolute certzjnty if the work he is setting
the studeats is right in both type and quantity.
And that means knowing what everyone did
during a Iab, session, knowing how many failed
i0 "cormplete the task, how many got-through
with_fime fo waste, and how many were as
much jn the dagk at.

" "The organization-machiné of conventional
teaching has as its_govemor the written work
which is set and marked at regular intervals,
Current language laboratory teaching with its
casual monitoring process has no such governor,
unless

teaclier from beginning to end after each session,
an tithinkable task, if only from the point of
view of ‘the time involved, though one which
must be castied out if the teacher is ever going
to ‘be able really to know his course-material
Ang the difficulties arising here are not.-only
ones of finding the time and' opportunity for

this aural marking, Prodigious feats of mianage-
ment would be required to ensure that every
student completed a final “fair copy” tape at
precisely the moment the session was due to
end. And who could say that that was neces-
sarily his bést version anyway? And if it weren’t,
would anyone believe him when he claimed to
bave reCorded a far better version earlier on,
but to have accidentally erased'it? . . .

- The alternative to marking ' students’ * Iab,
work ajtet thie Iab, session is clearly. to mark it
during: the session, not by, hazardous -spot-
checking, but by continucusly watching the pro-
gress-of the group throughiout. the time they:ure
inthe lab. For this the ideal group size.should
Dbe'between six.and ten students,..T.arger groups
~could:be-subdivided, though-divisioirinte frac:

"
L T

DR

the end as they had been

eack student’s tape is listened to by the -

I3

-
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tions smaller than halves would seriously jeopar-
dise the success of the operation, With adequate
controls for the purpose the monitor could ob-
Serve. group progress, individual progress, anid
perhaps ‘most vital of ali, determine - precisely
the right moment for moving from one phase
of the work in hand to -another, in the case of
individual .students, groups, or the class as a
whole. Finally, tc allow complete frecdom of
novement, the lab. should be provided with
“individual record” facilities, without which it
is impossible for the class to be sectionalized to
receive fresh work. Never was the saying about

“spoiling: a ship for a ha’porth of tar” more
an inadequately

telhngly .applied than to
equipped language laborato:
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Whiag fcilities, then, should fhe ideal, console
possess? ‘For complete monitoring three pilot
lights aind a counter should be provided for each
“record” position, ‘one with the “play™ position,
and one with the “rewind” mode, The monitor
would thenl know ‘at a glarice the nature o the
activity of " the student, and if no light were
Shining, he would kuow that for some reason
or other the student had stopped his machine.
A counting ‘device, controlled by impulses _on
the student tape transferred from the master

tape at the initial broadcast of the legson mater-
ial, would show at any moment precisely which
point the student had reached in his work, and
would do away with the irritating and uncannily
frequent tendency to monitor_ students always
when they are repeating ong particular line or

answering one particular question, . In short
what “this equipment would provide for is
Planned monitoring. Tt would make possible
visual as well as dudial monitoring, and would
make it possible for a group of students to.be

visually mogiitgred simultaneously, so. that the
overall progress of a group «could be checked,
the relative progress of students within the
group could be observed, and wastage of .time
and attention could be minimised, since, the
monitor could decide in advance exactly, what
lie wanted to listen to, and proceed. o listén
0 it, notifig his observations as he went,along.

' For it should siot ‘only be'the $tidefit whp




benefits from monitoring during laboratory
work. The teacher has a great deal to learn
about the work he is giving his students to do. -
Even the best and oldest of audio-visual or
audio-lingual courses has still had very little
use, and no teacher is yet in any kind of
position to affirm categorically that a particular
course is good or bad, or that any one method |
or approach is any better than any other. Nor
will he ever be, unless he can examine more:
systematically the work processes of the labor-
atory.

Student-Tzacher Relationship

And sc back to the question of the student- ;
teacher relationship. Nothing could be better |
calculated to destroy any such relanonshlp than ,
the kind of casual monitoring currently em-/
ployed in language labs. The teacher. who{
know little or nothing of what his students are |
doing for as much as half the time they are
under his charg= cannot hope to tétain in the!
Iab. the sort of trusi and confidence that are
built up in the classroom, and mev1tably the
classroom periods are adversely affected by the
breakdown of this confidence. which the move
to the lab. -entails Certam factors are impor-
tant if the relationshlp is not. to.be broken.
Briefiy, student and teacher should. be in visual
coatact in:the lab., “cockpxt drill” (however
simple) should be rigidly adheéred to, and live
broadcasts of miaterial should be as common as
tapecasts, so that the téacher remains “squarely
in .he driving-séat all the time, and the class
are aware that the teacher is ready to “ad lib”
if their performanoe requlres it. Tt is often said
that students in thi¢ 1ab. cease to be cohscious
of the monitor, &peclally if he’cuts thé-number
of times he interrupts his students to thé mini-
mum. After all, the teacher’s greatest aim in the
lab. is to get his students to concentrate, secure
in the knowledge that they have free will within
a pre-ordained course-pattern Such. concen-'
tration can easily"be ‘achicvéd, and a ‘serise of
contmmty of work' thmugh Iab, and classroom
sessions can be built up in the mirds of students,
if the teacher regard., his ~-ork in the lab. as
the head of the coin of ais woirk overall, and
the classroom work a7 .he tail.
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